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Analysts for months have 
been baffled as to why the 
Israelis, who since 194% bad 
never returned a squere 
foot of captured Arab Jerd, 


_in January suddenly agreed 


to abandon their Suez Cane] 
defense line and pull back 
‘into Sinai. 

The move was such a 
sharp reversal of a policy 
that had stood for a quarter 
of a century that many ob- 
servers Were inclined to be- 


lieve that Secretary of State 


Henry Kissinger raust have 
given Isrzel a secret iron- 
‘clad commitment to the ef- 
fect that the United States 
would come to her aid if the 
peace brcke down and she 
found herself hard-pressed 
by the Arabs. 

Kissinger, both in private 
and in public, emphatically 
and categorically has main- 
tained that the United 
States entered into no se- 
cret understanding with 
Israel. But doubts persist- 
ed, ; 

It now appears likely, 
however, that Isracl’s mod- 
cration may have bcen 


_ rounded at least partially 


on a new self-confidence 


_ based on an Israeli sciantif- 


ic breakthrough of awesome 
dimiensions: The Israelis 
are reported to have fer- 
fected a simple, inexpensive 


.Mmeans of producing the 


enriched uranium neces- 
sary for nuclear weapons. 
The Israeli technique, 
developed by Isaiah Neban- 
zahl, a scientist attached to 
the Israeli defense ministry, 
and Menahem Levin, a 
physicist at Tcl Aviv Uni- 
versity, involves passing 
uranium vapor through two 
lasers that selectively ex- 
cite the urasiun atoins, 
then bombarding them with 
a powerful carbon dioxide 
laser that electrifies these 
atoms, which then can be 
collected on an oppositely 
charred electrode, . 
As recently as January, . 
John O. Erlewine, deputy 
zeneral manaecr of the 
Atomic nergy Commis- 
sion, was publicly on record 
as saying the United States 
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had not yet perfected a 
means of separating urani- 
um isotores by the Inser 
method. List month, the 
AC asked Congress to up 
the appropriation for re- 
search into Jaser enrich- 
ment from $1 million to §9 
million, in (he hope of devel- 
oping the technique by 1975. 

So far as is known, the 
world's other nuclear pow- 
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ers — the Soviet Union, 
Communist China, Britain 
and France — have not yet 
developed the laser tcch- 
nique. Thus the Israelis 
appear to have stolen a 
march of at least a year, 
perhaps more, on the other 
nuclear powers. 

Within months of the cre- 
ation of the state in 19-48, 
Isracl bean nuclear re- 
search at Nahal Sorek on 
the coast south of Tel Aviv. 
Tn the 1950s, the Israelis 
secretly began work on a 
major reactor at Dimona, 20 
wiles southeast of Beershe- 
ba in the Negev desert. 

Ostensibly, these facili- 
‘ties were fur research into 
the peaceful applications of 
atomic power. In 1959, how- 
ever, CIA Directer Allen 

“Dulles proclaimed publicly 
that Israe) had ‘‘misled” 
the United States about its 
nuclear activilics, 

In the 1960s, Israel, at 
Noahal Sorek and later at the 
Dassault plant in France, 
concentrated on the deavel- 
opment of a delivery sys- 
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tem. By fate 19/1, the Israe- 
lis had developed the Jeri- 
cho rocket, capable of 
carrying a 1,500-pound pay- 
load 300 mules. Asked in 1972 
if the Jericho made sense 
for delivering a convention- 
al, non-nuclear explosive, a 
top American security ex- 
pert told this reporter: 
“Na.” 

The Israelis quickly de- 
veloped the capacity to pro- 
duce about five of the two- 
Stage, solid-fuel Jericho 
missiles per month, at an 
estimated cost of S1.5 mil- 
licn each. The problem then 
became the slowness of 
Dimona to produce by ccn- 
ventional means the en- 
riched uranium for the 
warheads: The Israelis 
could turn out only about 
one nuclear warhead per 
year. 

The laser method, once it 
is fully developed and per- 
fected, may climinate oi at 
least ease this production 
bottleneck. 


On nuclear matters, the 
Israelis always have fol- 
lowed a policy of ‘“‘dcterr- 
ence through uncertainty.” 
This means that they have 
neither denied nor admitted 
that they have a military 
nuclear capacity, cenfining 
themselves to the purposely 
ambiguous comment that 


they will never be the first: 


to use nuclear weapons in 
the Middle Kast. But, signif- 
icgntly, Israel never has 
signed the Nuclear Nonpro- 
liferation Treaty of 1959. 

In this space just two 
years ago, on March 22, 
1972, this observer predict- 
ed that “within four years 
at most” Israel would be- 


come the world’s sixth nu- 


clear power. 

In view of the reportcd 
development of the laser 
technique by Nebenzchl and 
Levin, that estimate ap- 
pears to have been about on 
the button. And that may 
help to explain why Israel 
felt strong enourh tu pull 
back from Suez in January 
without any secret commit- 
ment from Kissinger. 
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